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anny El-Nachef is a postdoctoral fellow in the MacLellan laboratory at the University of Washington working on heart regeneration in mammals. 1 He attended the University of California at Santa Barbara for his BS degree in Cell and Developmental Biology, during which he completed an internship in Bill Smith's laboratory and studied abroad in Lund, Sweden. Danny went on to earn his PhD at UCLA (the University of California at Los Angeles). Most recently, he became winner of the AHA BCVS (Basic Cardiovascular Sciences) Melvin L. Marcus Young Investigator Award. 
What Can You Say About Your Background and How You Came to California?
My parents and older sister emigrated from Syria to the United States for my father's medical training but were lucky enough to be able to stay once the situation in Syria became unstable in the 1980s-this was back when it was not front-page news, back when the current ruler's father was in power. My dad specialized in nephrology, and as a man of science, I looked up to him; after a long and productive career, he continues to work as a hospitalist. I have many inspiring role models in my family. Both my siblings are now practicing physician scientists, and my mother also has a BS degree in biology. We moved around a lot and ended up in Orange County, California, where I went to high school.
What Led You to Study Cardiovascular Science?
I started studying environmental sciences and engineering but did not feel like it was where I wanted to go. I took some biology courses and was enjoying them, and on a whim, I approached a professor at University of California at Santa Barbara for laboratory work or an internship. Although that professor was about to move to another campus and did not have opportunities for me in his laboratory, he put me in touch with Professor Bill Smith, which ultimately led me down my career path. Bill provided a nurturing research environment and allowed me to perform project-related work and help with routine laboratory tasks. During my 2 years in the Smith laboratory, I learned the rewarding feeling of discovering something new, in addition to many molecular biology techniques, which solidified my plan to pursue a PhD in biology. Going into grad school, I wanted to do something that had a greater impact on people; cardiovascular science was a great candidate because heart disease is the major cause of death in the United States and is on the rise in developing countries. I felt that dedicating my life's work to cardiovascular research would be the best chance for me to make a positive impact for humanity.
There's still a lot that is unknown about the molecular mechanisms of heart disease and regeneration, so there is plenty of opportunity to get the rewarding feeling of discovery and chances to train in critical thinking and experimentation.
What Motivated You to Study Abroad in Lund, Sweden?
Growing up I was fortunate to travel in North America, Europe, North Africa, and the Middle East with my family, and I learned the importance of getting a world perspective. People around the world live their lives so differently; there are frequently many right ways of doing something. I felt this might also be true about education and research. Indeed, Lund University was different the University of California; I felt that they were more hands on with their education and had smaller class sizes. Lund University had a strong biology and chemistry department, and the fact that the graduate-level courses were taught in English made it even more advantageous. I particularly liked using cutting-edge methodologies in the laboratory-intensive courses there. Connecting to the people and absorbing the culture also made studying abroad really special for me.
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What Interests You About Your Current Project?
I am working on epigenetics under my mentor, W. Robb MacLellan. When a mouse is first born, it can, for example, regrow a chunk of amputated heart. 3 We wanted to learn why this regeneration does not happen in adult mammals and so we looked at what epigenetic mechanisms were silencing the genes involved in mitosis and cytokinesis. 4 It was a bit of swing and miss at first. Using Robb's 3-prong approach-in which we have 3 independent, yet conceptually related projects going on where each does not depend on the success of the other prongs-one of the prongs struck, and we ended up making a mouse model where the adult heart muscle cells undergo cell division. It is intellectually gratifying to understand the machinery of how complex life works and exciting to see the potential for therapeutic benefit.
Can You Explain More About the Benefits of a 3-Prong Approach?
It prevents you from having all your eggs in one basket. If one prong seems to be less productive, I can dial that particular one back. However, if all turn out promising, then I can move forward to find a connection. This approach also fits well with a 3-aim research proposal for grants.
What Have Been Your Main Challenges and How Have You Overcome Them?
A big challenge was finding a mentor who motivates and supports me and gives me freedom to take risks. Being a part of a smart and collaborative team helps me learn in a more effective way; in that, I was simply lucky. Another major challenge is balancing several projects at once and learning from mistakes to improve future experiments, so it was important that I learned to manage my time well and keep detailed notes and a good calendar.
What Has Been the Most Exciting Moment in Your Career?
I should mention that everything takes a while to validate, and this has been true for the data on the mouse model that we started ≈2.5 years ago. So it was rewarding when I received the BCVS Melvin L. Marcus Young Investigator Award for my work in developing a model of epigenetic regulation of cardiac myocyte cell cycle. The presentation itself for the award was a challenge; I had to boil everything down to 10 minutes and have people understand it while keeping the big picture in mind. My heart was racing, and my legs felt like jelly when I went up to accept the award at the ceremony.
How Do You Unwind Outside of the Laboratory?
I have a supportive fiancé, Christiana, who is a fourth-grade public school teacher in Seattle. When we first met through a mutual friend, we connected right away over our common interest in music and art. I enjoy playing guitar a few times a week; mostly folk music, jazz, and jam. Christiana and I are unified in the belief that health and education are basic rights of all people. My dog, Dudley, a German Shorthaired Pointer, is a big stress reliever because he is always ready to give his love and encourage me to go on walks and hikes. I have also recently been in touch a lot with my brother as he is working toward his PhD.
What Concerns You Most About Your Future in Pursuing an Academic Career?
It is stressful to know that maybe 1 in 10 postdocs will receive tenure-track PI (principal investigator) positions. There are no guarantees, but if it happens, I would like to have my own laboratory and run it in an open, trusting, and collaborative environment. It has been rewarding for me to train undergrads, and I would like to continue encouraging others to be selfmotivated, take risks, and follow their passions.
What Do You Like About Research, and What Would You Do to Improve Training in Research?
I do like the academia environment-a cozy laboratory comprised a few people truly makes it feel like a family. Academic research can always be improved on. I have noticed the irreproducibility of studies that have faults can lead projects that build off of them in the wrong direction. I would like to see a bigger emphasis on reproducibility studies, which are not seen as novel but can be equally important.
What Advice Do You Have for Others Following Your Path?
Learn from those who have succeeded before you. There will be hard and happy days; what is important is that you are interested in your projects. I have seen colleagues who have felt burned out. Part of that is the environment, but it can also stem from lack of passion for a project. I would say it is important to set goals and try to get as much hands-on experiences as possible.
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